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ABSTRACT 



A regional center for physically disabled children in 



Gothenburg, Sweden, called Braclce Ostergard, teaches non-speaking 
pupils to communicate with Bliss symbols* School records were 
examined for the 38 non-speaking pupils, mostly cerebral palsied, who 
had been trained to use Bliss symbols- Results showed that, of the 32 
cerebral palsied children, 25 use Bliss symbols* The five children 
with acquired or progressive brain damage had a spoJcen language and 
subsequently used tr.^c^itional orthography in placa of Bliss symbols* 
Among deaf children, >ign language is most commonly used, but it was 
felt that deaf pupils had a more flexible copmunicat ion system if 
they learned Bliss symbols as well as sign language. In the IS^Os, 
children started With Bliss training at elementary school, but m the 
19B0S children started Bliss training in preschool* Eig>^teen of the 
pupils know more than 200 symbols. Pupils with severe athetoid 
movements could not indicate their symbols clearly and chus had po :^r 
communicative ability, (JDD) 
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ABSTRACT: 

! work, as a teacher el a regional centre for phystcany disabled chlldr-eri, 
Bracke dstergard in Gothenburg, Sweden We have taught non-speakr^g 
pupil;, to cornrriunicate with Bliss symbols since 1977, but until lost yeesr 
v^e didn't have docurnented how many children there were, the reasons 
they where unable to speak or hovv they communicated now 

Dunng the lest year t defined the nun-speekuig pupils and gathe'^ed 
informetion fromi their files 

t found 38 pupils, nffostly cerebral palsied, some with other formis of orsin 
damage 1 1 uf the pupils where mnldiy mientei y handicapped, the ethers 
were overage Most of the pupils, 25, used Sliss syinbols 



From the flies I cen drew some conclusions about this group of pupils, 
for instance how they communiceted when they still ottend^^d our school, 
nariy of them have riow left our school and . would like to know about their 
cornmuntcotion today Did they learn how tc communicate in a useful way 
at our school, did they learn for 1ife'^ 

! have defined the group and studied their files, ! know the children's 
mediCGi, intellectual and school background and their systems of 
communication 

I intend to send a questionnaire to all the 38 children who have learnt 
B'teTiative and augmentative communication at our school Then ! y^'ill 
conduct interviews with some of themi^ videotape end analyse these 
interviews Dy the method used in Canada by wianice Light 

in the study that i conducted about these children I found that - 

*PupiiS With severe ethetoid movements did not indicate their symbols 
Ciearly Because of this, their ability to commiunicate was very poor 
Teaching symbols is not enouc \, more lime needs to go into bette'- 
1 rid I.: all on of symbols 

•Pupils with acQuired or progressive brain damage, who had been soeeking 
before, did not accept Bliss symibcis Tney continued with traditional 
orthography although It Iook them more time and effort 

*The deaf pupiiS had a more flexible comrnuriicelion system^ if they learnt 
sign language as well as Bliss symbols They were able to communicate 
with most people in their surrounding: 
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A follow-up study of non-specking children ol BrBcke OstsrgSrd 
In Gothenburg, Sweden. 

Presentation ot the ISAAC conference In Stockholm August 19C0. 

Kertn Guttman, Special Teacher at Brdcke OstergSrd, Gothenburg, 
doctoral student at Gothenburg University Depertnrient of 
Education. 

Background. 

I werit to tell you about our school for motor Impaired childr-eri and my 
work with our" nonspeeking puptls 

Since 1975 ! heve worked 8£ 8 remedial teache'- et Brocke Ostergerd in 
Gothenburg in Sweden I have been in e doctoral program in educet.on since 
1967 

When i slsrted in 1976 et Bracke Ostergerd I got a class with three non- 
spejking seven year old pupHs and one pupil of the seme age who was able 

to talk (Children start school seven years of ege in Sweden ) ! remember 
that I v^or"kfed tremendously hard to be able to communicate with these 
children and to try to teach iU&iu Every day when I came hon'ie 1 went to 
bed to sleep for a while before i started to make dinner for my farnily as I 
v/a; exhausted By the end of our firs*, year together ! was invited to a 
course on Blissymbols with Shirley Mi N&ugnton fr:--i Cjnade That course 
and the Brissymbols have been very important, for me ever since tnat day 

The first, thing i did when I came back fromi that course was to teacr ly 
pupils to comrnunlcale with Blissyrnbols We tried to communicate with 
Blissymibols everywhere end all time \ wanted my pupils to undei st^nd 
that when they comimiunlceted with their Bltssymocis, they would have the 
upporiunily to rnski- tnings happen for them Wheii Anette, one of the 



pupils, told me she wos tired, my assistant and I laid her 'lown to rest for 

0 while. When she told ne that she didn't want the browr, shoes that motor 
Impaired children often gel, and that she wanted bright colours end smart 
models, i told her mother and she bought her a pair of shoes that Anette 
loved 

1 had these children as my pupils for seven years and I became very 
Involved ^n their thoughts and their lives. Sometimes when \ spoke about 
miy children, people didn't know if it was my biological children or my 
school children that I was speaking about. Today my former pupils are 
grown-up people - 21 years old They communicate very well with their 
Blissymbols and I hope that they will all benefit from the evolution that is 
taking part In nonspeaking people's comimunication by the small computers 
with synthetic speech, which are not as common in Sweden as they are in 
Canada and the US. 

i am supposed to tell you about miy research with nonspeaking children at 
Bracke Osterg^^d, not just about my own pupils But I think you get a better 
background if I first tell you about themi, because without my former 
pupils ! wouldn't have done any research at all They ere the ones that made 
me interested in alternative and augmentative communication 

Purpose 

At Bracke Dstergard we nave taught non-speaking pupils to communicate 

with Bl'ss symbols since 1977, but until last year we didn't have 

docurienled how many there were, why they where unable to speek or how 

they communicated nowadays I started t' conduct some research on thern, 

defin^" the group, find tneir medical and Intellectual background end try to 

see If theij communicate well or not ! have written it in Swedish a year 

ago, e'id nov, i have thi: s&mewhet shor'ter English version as well 
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School history obout the pupils. 

in the early seventies there used to be a hundred pupils ol our school for 
motor impeded children Most of these pupils were not serverely disabled 
and today most of these children attend their local scho^f^s Ther§ were 
only one or two pupils who couldn't speak In the middle seventies when I 
started as a teacher at Bracke OstergSrd there were suddenly 1 1 
nonspeaking children in the school. My class was the first one with several 
nonspeaking children in the same class. 
In 1980 there were about 50 pupils with 20 nonspeaking, 
1985 we had 40 pupils with 20 nonspeaking and in 
1989, 33 pupils with 20 nonspeaking 

In our lower classes there have been almost no speaking children during 
the last five years, and all the children have very severe motor 
impairments 



Graph 1 : Number of pupils. 
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School history about alternottve communlcatfon. 

As I told you we storied to teach Bllssymbols in 1977 when we hod our 
first course here Since then there hove been several courses every year, 
and Blissyn^.bols are rather common in Sweden today We often use 
Pictogram for our menially handicapped children and Blissymbols for the 
other cliiidren 

When we had used Blissymbols for ten years at Bracke Oslergard I started 
to investigete how many pupils we have had, and gather information about 
Ihemi I first had a rather tough target, to define which children during this 
period were nonspeaking. There were no extra marks by the nonspeoking 
children's names on the classlists The only way of idan- ifying all of these 
children was fronn personal knowledge. As I know most of the children I 
studied the classlists for a period between 1977/76 to 1987/88. I then 
asked the teachers who were most familiar with them for extra 
clarification, and I finally got namies of 38 pupils who has been taught 
alte^'native commiunication during their school time at Bracke Ostergard 



Medical Bockground. 

After that I went through the chlldrens files end studied them. I found that 
mor\g the 38 nonspeaking children there was 32 pupils with cerebral 
palsy, 5 pupils Pom In the sixties had acquired or progressive brain damage 
and 1 child has dysautonomi, I e she Is unable to hear end feel anything. 



Graph 2: Medical iiagnasis. 
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Which methods of alternotive communication does the children 
use? 

rtnen it comes to which rriethod of aUerriBlivw communiceliLin the children 
u^e, I found out that their medical background was important. The five 
children with acquired or progressive brain damage never wanted to 
communicate with Blissymbols As they have had a spoken language, they 
used traditional orthography in spite of the bigger effort it toolc. One of the 
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cerebral palsied pupils who wos born 1961 got Blissymbols too late in life 
end didn't use them. 

As for the 32 cerebrol palsied children, 25 of them use Blissymbols, 3 of 
the younger mildly mentelly handicapped children used Pictogram and sign- 
language and one pupil jsed traditional orthography as I mentioned above. 
Among our deaf children sign-language has been common since the middle 
seventies. We had a teacher with sign-language start at that time. I think 
that the deaf children have a much better communication system when they 
are able to communicate both with signs and Blissymbols. 3 pupils use 
sign-language. There is one deaf pupiUsee "other" in graph 3) who attended 
our school before we had a signing teacher This pupil was taught to 
lipread, but given no eltemative means of expression. ! personally think 
that she would have had much better comnunication if she had learned 
signs when she was in our school, 
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When do the children start to learn alternative communfcatton? 

In the seventies our children started with Bliss training at elementary 
school and sonne of them In middle school. During their preschool time 
they often didn't have any good communication outside the family. But from 
the beginning of the eighties, children started their Bliss training in 
preschool and now are able to communicate with people outside the family 
when they are very young 



Graph 4 : Gtort of Bitss education. 
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How mony symbols do the chHdren know? 



In Sweden we often use 400-symbol standard cherts. When the puptls know 
more than 200 symbols many of them can communicate very well with 
other people. There are 18 pupils who know more than 200 symbols - mony 
of them use our 400 standard chart. 

There are 9 pupils who use between 100 and 200 symbols. Sometimes 
these Children have Individual charts, often they use cherts that we are 
able to build up like the 400 charts. 

5 of the youngest pupils know fewer than 100 symbols, some of them as 
few as 10 symbols. 

Graph 5 : Number of Blissymbols. 
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I8 the communication of the children functional or not? 

I know that the number of symbols th<5t a pupil knows ts very often used os 
a measurement of the pupils ability to communicate. I hove searched for 
some other measurement, but I haven't found any In the literature that I 
have read. I know pupils who know lots of symbols, but don't use them 
very well. I also know pupils who know only a few symbols but ore able 
to communicate very well. I tried to find some other measurement of the 
children's ability to communicate and I decided on the following. I 
informally asked teachers, assistants and staff at the boarding house if 
they could tell me the pupils who were not able to tell them a secret, 1 e 
something they hadn't a shared experience of The deaf pupil who can't 
express herself, the pupils who ere unable to indicate clearly and some of 
the younger pupils who know very few symbols were unable to do this. This 
inforrnstion Is detailed In graph 6 

Graph 6 : Communicolion sicills. 
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intellectual stetus. 



Of course i wos interested in the pupils intellectuo) status. I found from 
the tests thet our psychologist conducted that we had 1 1 pupils who were 
mildly mentally handicapped, the rest attended the normal school although 
some of them has severe motor Impairment and may function on a lower 
level than these teste Indicate. It is very herd to test nonspeaking 
children, sometimes I wonder if the psychologist hopes that the children 
ere more clever then they actually are 



In Sweden there is a difference In the level of core dependent on whether 
your child is mentally handicapped or not. Some of the children who are 
borderline mentally handicapped are registered as being mentally 
handicapped as that makes it easier for the parents to get help to look 
after the child to allow them to spend time with their other children or 
do whatever else they want to do without their disabled child. 
Graph 7 : Average/Hentally retarded 
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Where are the children now? 



Ten of the children who attended our school during this ten year period 
hove now left school, 8 children are in different special schools for 
mentally handicapped children, sometimes because they can live closer to 
their families. 20 children were still in our school lest year when I made 
this investigation, 



Graph 8 : School sUuQtton 
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Dtscusslon and suggestions for further research. 

The chiluren that I have foilowecj ere ail servere]y disabled chilGren. Of 
course I can not generalize my findings about these pupils tc ell non- 
speaking pupils I do think that we have to make several investigations like 
this in different countries so that we will be able to share our different 
experiences with each other !n the literature that I have studied there is 
very little done of this kind Either people tell us about one pupil for a long 
time (Kates, Mc Naughton 1975) or they tell us about many pupils for a 
short time Somietimies the pupils that they investigate are not at all non- 
speaking pupiU (Luftig, Bersani 1985J966) 

I have thought very rriuch of the way we teach children to communicate 
with Blissymbols When I had a class with many non-speeking children we 
used Blissyrnbols all the timje I know that when my children became older 
miany people were imipressed by the way they communicated The children 
were able to try other symbols if the first ones weren't understood They 
knew how to handle people who thought they were deaf or silly We miade 
very miany tours in the cornmiunity, in information centres end at 
exhibitions, so that they could get used to talking to strangers The amiount 
of timie Blissymibols are used makes a great diffe'-ence in the ability to 
cornrr.unicate, but I have never seen that pointed out in the literature i 
would like to see other peoples experience of this 

!^ 5 child is the only nori-spearing chiia in ine regular cla^s, there can't te 
OS much timie for using Blissymibols Often if these children have peers 
who went to comimiunicate with themi, they are good communicators in 
class, but sometimies not able to oo so outside school The teachers or 
assistants should be aware of this ana sometimes let the child speak to 
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strangers oulside school Why net on e dey when v.s other children do 
something that the motor Ir.peirei^ civid csn't physicelly do eg skating^ 

Conclusions 

As for the pupils In our school ! found out that the pupHs vs'itn acquired O:' 
progressive brain damage found Blissynbols too liniinng Tiiey f-eme.TfDered 
then -iwn speech and they continued to commumcate orthogrephicellL; ]r 
spite u' the effort and tirne it took them 

I also found that the deaf or severely hearing impaired children got mu:'- 
more varied comrriumcat'on when they could use both sign language and 
Blissymbols. 

Finally I found tnal ..hildren with severe etetoid movemients find it ve-y 
herd to communicate ot'fpite the fact that they may knov^ very many 
symbolb, oecause whenever- they get excited their miovenients makes w 
impossible to indicate the syrnhcls 
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